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A state-of-the-region report (Consolidation of Democracy and Peace in Central America) sponsored
by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) and the European Union (EU) says the region
has enjoyed a positive decade during the 1990s in democratization. But the improvements have not
translated into comparable social and economic gains.
The report issued in San Salvador in July, covers Costa Rica, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua,
and El Salvador. It notes that, since the 1987 Esquipulas II peace initiative, the region has slowly
shed much of its militarism and dictatorial rule. It says that in the last few years, Central America
has been the only region in the world able to resolve long-term civil wars through regional and
national efforts that were not the result of an intervention by international forces. "Today, no social
or political group in the region justifies social inequality in the name of political stability or national
security," says the report.
Despite advances since the end of the region's armed conflicts of the 1980s, the improvements
are insufficient to close the enormous social and economic gaps and reduce disparities among
the region's states. The report paints a generally dismal picture of Central America's economic
condition, characterized by uneven development among the five nations as well as within their
separate populations.
The report, prepared by some 300 researchers, includes among the disparities considerable
differences in the index of human development as measured in the UNDP. While Costa Rica
and Panama registered fairly high rates of human development close to the lower rates of some
industrialized nations the other three were among the worst in Latin America.
Internally, the report notes great differences between modernized sectors located in the larger cities
and great poverty zones in rural areas and along national borders. Within the social system are
large gaps not only between rich and poor but also between men and women and indigenous and
nonindigenous peoples.
Political benefits have not been evenly distributed either. Indigenous peoples, who make up 25% of
the population, now have political rights, but "without any guarantees for the exercise of their civil
rights," says the report.
Settlement patterns also appear in the developmental anomalies as seen in the differences between
the Atlantic and Pacific zones, suggesting that the region with the exception of Panama has not
taken economic advantage of its isthmian location. The Atlantic side has the greatest resources, but
the population centers are concentrated on the Pacific side. The report's regional statistics when
Costa Rica, which fares better, is excluded show that 60% of the people are poor, and of those, 40%
live in extreme poverty. Thirty percent do not have access to health services, 40% do not have access
to potable water, and 46% of working adults are employed in the informal economy.
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Integration exists more in summits than in fact
The report shows that, despite some steps toward regional economic integration and innumerable
summit meetings on the subject, integration is far from a reality. Despite hundreds of signed
multilateral agreements, little has been done to implement them because of a lack of political
will. Factor Mendez, chairman of the consultive committee of the Sistema de Integracion
Centroamericana (SICA), told Inter Press Service that none of the 772 integration agreements signed
by the presidents under the Central American Alliance for Sustainable Development has been fully
implemented.
The UNDP report finds "important weaknesses" in the region's preparations for globalization. It
find the region's performance unsatisfactory in macroeconomic policy and structure, infrastructure,
and trade policy. While some agreement on trade and monetary reform has been made, little
attention has been paid to regional labor practices or the development of common fiscal policy.
The report considers harmonizing tax policy fundamental if the region is to avoid destructive
competition to attract investment. These and other weaknesses jeopardize the region's preparedness
for entry into the global economy. The report notes, for example, a widespread disinterest
in protecting intellectual property rights. "The region has not concerned itself with reaching
international standards in the area of author and industrial property rights."

Region's response to natural disasters flawed
In its discussion of the damage done by Hurricane Mitch and subsequent reconstruction efforts,
the report concludes that "living with risk is inherent in Central America." It faults the region's
governments for developing reconstruction plans that focus on restoring faulty existing systems
without considering "endemic problems and the vulnerabilities that characterized them." What is
needed is a regional approach to reducing factors that contribute to risks posed by natural disasters
and strengthening the institutional response to them.
The report shows a region dependent on outside aid for reconstruction, aid that has been promised
but has yet to arrive. In the meantime, the region has no policy to deal with post-Mitch or other
natural disasters. Nor has a regional approach been made to lessening the impact of such disasters.
The Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) shows that between 1960
and 1985 damage from natural disasters was equal to 2.7% of regional GDP, but only half the funds
received from international financial institutions during that period went to reconstruction.
Much damage caused in that period was the indirect result of government policies that permit
or encourage massive rural to urban migrations where the poor occupy marginal zones living in
substandard housing vulnerable to floods and landslides. In such areas, poverty, lack of sanitary,
health, and other services and a general absence of institutional means to respond to natural
disasters increase the cost of reconstruction. (Sources: Spanish News Service EFE, 07/27/99; Inter
Press Service, 07/29/99, 08/04/99; Notimex, 07/26/99, 08/15/99, 08/23/99)
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